Dialect is a special way of speaking used by people who live

in a particular part of the country or who belong to a particular
group. Dialects differ from standard English in their vocab-
ulary, pronunciation, and grammar. Everybody speaks some

kind of dialect. In Sounder, the boy and his mother speak a
black dialect common to the rural South. For example, the
mother says, ‘‘Scorchin’ fo be walkin’ and totin’ far today.”
How would your picture of the mother change if she said,
“|t's awfully hot to have to walk and carry something’'?

Later that day, passing along a street in
a strange and lonely town, the boy saw a
man dump a box of trash into a barrel. He
noticed that a large brown-backed book
went in with the trash. He waited until the
man went back into the building and then
took the book from the barrel. It was a
book of stories about what people think.
There were titles such as Cruelty, Excellent
Men, Education, Cripples, Justice, and
many others. The boy sat down, leaned
back against the barrel, and began to read
from the story called Cruelty.

I have often heard it said that coward-
ice is the mother of cruelty, and I have
found by experience that malicious
and inhuman animosity and fierceness
are usually accompanied by weak-
ness. Wolves and filthy bears, and all
the baser beasts, fall upon the dying.'

The boy was trying to read aloud, for
he could understand better if he heard the
words. But now he stopped. He did not
understand what it said; the words were
too new and strange. He was sad. He
thought books would have words like the
ones he had learned to read in the store
signs, words like his mother used when she
told him stories of the Lord and Joseph and
David.? All his life he had wanted a book.
Now he held one in his hands, and it was
only making his bruised fingers hurt more.
He would carry it with him anyway.

He passed a large brick schoolhouse
with big windows and children climbing on
little ladders and swinging on swings. No
one jeered at him or noticed him because
he had crossed the street and was walking
close up against the hedge on the other
side. Soon the painted houses ran out, and
he was walking past unpainted cabins. He

1. The writer is saying that cowardly and weak people
can be the cruelest. A malicious person is mean.
Animosity means ‘‘hatred.”
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2. The story of Joseph, who was sold into slavery in
Egypt by his brothers, begins in Genesis 37. The
boy David kills the giant Goliath with only a sling-
shot (1 Samuel 17).




wus felt better on his travels when he
%= o the part of town where the un-
wied cabins were. Sometimes people
== out on the porch when he passed and
i=C 1o him. Sometimes they gave him a
=< 1o cat on the way. Now he thought
* might laugh and say, ““What you car-
% . child? A book?”’ So he held it close
' 2zainst him.

‘That’s a school too,” the boy said to
msclf as he stood facing a small un-
wied building with its door at the end

wi=ad of the side, the way cabin doors

= Besides, he could always tell a
“wol because it had more windows than
gabin.

At the side of the building two children
#= sloshing water out of a tin pail near a
*< pump. One threw a dipper of water
= dog that came from underneath to bark
¢ boy. The school was built on posts,
* = stovepipe came through the wall and
"k up above the rafters. A rusty tin pipe
» ‘rom the corner of the roof down to the

=0’ where the children were playing.

The dog had gone back under the
“ing, so the boy entered the yard and
wwed toward the children. If one of them
wd work the pump handle, he could
= the dried blood off his hand. Just
“=n he reached the cistern, a wild com-
wwon of barking burst from under the
'« of the school. Half a dozen dogs,

ch followed children to school and
wied patiently for lunchtime scraps and
school to be over, burst from under the

building in pursuit of a pig that had wan-
dered onto the lot. In the wild chase around
the building, the biggest dog struck the tin
drainpipe, and it clattered down the wall
and bounced on the cement top of the cis-
tern. With a pig under the building and the
dogs barking and racing in and out, the
school day ended.

Two dozen or more children raced out
the door, few of them touching the three
steps that led from the stoop to the ground.
Some were calling the names of dogs and
looking under the building. The boy found
himself surrounded by strange inquiring
eyes. Questions came too fast to answer.
“You new here?’ “Where you moved
t0o?”* ““That your book?”” ““You comin’ here
o school?”” ““Kin you read that big a
book?”” The boy had put his bruised hand
into his pocket so no one could see it. Some
of the children carried books too, but none
were as big as the one he held close against
his side.

Just when the commotion was quieting
down, a man appeared at the schoolhouse
door. The children scattered across the lot
in four directions. ““Tell your pa that he
must keep his pig in the pen,” he called to
one child. ‘

Then it was quiet. The boy looked at
the man in the doorway. They were alone
now. The dogs had followed the children.
And the pig, hearing a familiar call from
the corner of the lot, had come grunting
from his sanctuary* and gone in the direc-
tion of the call.

“stern (sis’torn): water tank.

4. sanctuary (sangk’choo-er'e): safe, protected place.
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% s many journeyings among strang-

2oy had learned to sniff out danger

| o orneriness® quickly. Now, for the

~wme in his life away from home, he

= fzared. The lean elderly man with

waute hair, wearing Sunday clothes,

“own the steps. ““This pipe is always

= he said as he picked it up and put
Bk place. ‘I need to wire it up.”

- ust wanted to wash my hand. It’s

“imed blood on it where I hurt my fin-

- You should have run home.”
1 don’t live in these parts.”
~=ere. I'll hold your book, and I'll
% “or you.” And the mellow eyes of
man began to search the boy for an-
w. answers that could be found without
fme gquestions.
~ W& need warm, soapy water,’ the
~wer said. I live right close. Wait *til I
= papers and lock the door, and I'll
©ou home and fix it.”
e boy wanted to follow the man into
wwhoolhouse and see what it was like
Wis. but by the time he got to the steps,
wman was back again, locking the door.
“wwzlly put the school in order after the
=0 leave,” he said, ‘“‘but I'll do it in
. morning before they get here.”
A1 the edge of the school lot the man
% 22 road that led away from the town.
walked without much talk, and the
© “ezan to wish the man would ask him

a lot of questions. When they had passed
several cabins, each farther from the other
as they went, the man turned off the road
and said, ‘“We’re home. I live here alone.
Have lived alone for a long time.” Finger-
ing the small wire hook on the neatly
whitewashed gate which led into a yard
that was green, the teacher stopped talking.

A cabin with a gate and green grass in
the yard is almost a big house, the boy
thought as he followed the man.

Inside the gate the man went along the
fence, studying some plants tied up to
stakes. He began to talk again, not to the
boy, but to a plant that was smaller than
the others. “*You’ll make it, little one, but
it’ll take time to get your roots set again.”

The boy looked at the white-haired old
man leaning over like he was listening for
the plant to answer him. ‘‘He’s conjured,’*®
the boy whispered to himself. “‘Lots of old
folks is conjured or addled.””” He moved
backward to the gate, thinking he’d better
run away. “‘Conjured folks can conjure
you,” the boy’s mother always said, ‘‘if
you get yourself plain carried off by their
soft spell-talk.”

But before the boy could trouble his
mind anymore, the man straightened up
and began talking to him. ‘“Some animal
dug under the roots and tore them loose
from the earth. It was wilted badly and
might have died. But I reset it, and I water
it every day. It’s hard to reset a plant if it’s

wmemimess (Or'nor-é-nes): meanness.

6. conjured (kan'jord): here, someone who practices
magic.
7. addled: crazy.
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wilted too much; the life has gone out of
it. But this one will be all right. I see new
leaves startin’.”’

“What grows on it?’’ the boy asked,
thinking it must be something good to eat
if somebody cared that much about a plant.

“It’s only a flower,”” the man said.
“I’ll water it when the earth has cooled a
little. If you water a plant when the earth
is too warm, it shocks the roots.”

Inside the cabin the man started a fire
in the cookstove and heated water. As he
washed the boy’s hand with a soft white
rag, he said, ‘“You musta slammed these
fingers in a awful heavy door or gate.”” Be-
fore the boy could answer, the teacher
began to talk about the plant he must re-
member to water.

He don’t wanta know nothin’ about
me, the boy thought.

““When I saw your book, I thought you
were coming to enroll for school. But you
don’t live in these parts, you say.”

*“‘I found the book in a trash barrel. It
has words like I ain’t used to readin’. I can
read store-sign words and some newspaper
words.”’

*“This is a wonderful book,” said the
teacher. ‘‘It was written by a man named
Montaigne,® who was a soldier. But he
grew tired of being a soldier and spent his
time studying and writing. He also liked to
walk on country roads.”

The teacher lit two lamps. The boy had

never seen two lamps burning in the sa
room. They made the room as bright
daylight.

‘‘People should read his writings,”’
man continued. ‘‘But few do. He is all
forgotten.”” But the boy did not hear.
was thinking of a cabin that had two lam
both lit at the same time, and two stov:

- one to cook on and one to warm by.

The man sat in a chair between t
tables that held the lamps. There w
books on the tables too, and there ws
shelves filled not with pans and dishes, |
with books. The mellow eyes of the
followed the boy’s puzzled glances as th
studied the strange warm world in w
he had suddenly found himself.

“I will read you a little story from y
book.”” The boy watched as the fingers
the man turned the pages one way and t
the other until he found what he wanted
read.

*“This is a very short story about a
named Cyrus,” who wanted to buy
prize horse that belonged to one of his s
diers. Cyrus asked him how much he wo
sell the horse for, or whether he wo
exchange him for a kingdom. The sold
said he would not sell his prize horse a
he would not exchange him for a kingdo
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. Montaigne (mén-tan’): Michel de Montaigne (1533-
1592), a great French writer. Montaigne wrote per-
sonal essays on hundreds of topics. He is regarded
as the “‘inventor’’ of the personal essay.

120 Quests

9. Cyrus (si'rss).

coon dog: "«
an animal &
breaks into ¢
coon dog




~ You've been a powerful good friend
me in like this,” the boy said at last.
‘ Smezers don’t hurt no more.”’
1 am vour friend,” said the man. ‘‘So
; 1§ Beat some water to soak your hand
your cot for the night, you tell
Mk about yourself.”’
" Bad a father and a dog named
=r. the boy began. . . .

s been kindly to your hurts?’’ the
mother asked as she looked down at
Wean white rags that bandaged the
Smzers. Rocking on the porch, she
we=n the white dot swinging back and
= the sun when the boy wasn’t much
“%an a moving spot far down the road.
& while I wasn’t sure it was you,”’
sl “Why you walkin’ fast? You done
2um? Is your hand hurt bad? Is that
somebody’s done mistreated?’’ The
s eves had come to rest on the book

» 2eld in his good hand.
~ N0 It’s a book. I found it in a trash

—

~ Be careful what yoﬁ carry off, child,”
» e said. ‘It can cause a heap o’

~ I 20t somethin’ to tell,” the boy said
sal down on the edge of the porch
== his bandaged fingers over the head

e great coon dog!® who had stopped
' wumping and whining and lay at the
~+ "=t with his head cocked to the side,

@ue: “Coon” is a clipped form of raccoon,
& smemzl that is a nuisance to farmers because it
Weais mto chicken coops and ruins corn crops. A
e Zog tracks raccoons. )

looking up with his one eye. The younger
children sat in a line beside the boy, waiting
to hear.

“Is he poorly?”’ the woman asked
slowly. ““Is he far?”’

“It’s about somethin’ else,” the boy
said after a long spell of quiet. ‘I ain’t
found him yet.”

The boy told his mother and the chil-
dren about his night in the teacher’s cabin.
The teacher wanted him to come back and
g0 to school. He had been asked to live in
the teacher’s cabin and do his chores. The
children’s eyes widened when they heard
the cabin had two lamps, two stoves, and
grass growing in a yard with a fence and a
gate. He told how the teacher could read
and that there were lots of books on
shelves in the cabin.

““Maybe he will write letters to the
road camps for you,” the mother said,
““cause you’ll be so busy with schoolin’
and cleanin’ the schoolhouse for him that
you can’t go searchin’ no more.”’

““Maybe I'd have time,” the boy said.
“But he says like you, ‘Better not to g0.
Just be patient and time will pass.””’

“It’s all powerful puzzlin’ and aggra-
vatin’, but it’s the Lord’s will.”’ The boy
noticed that his mother had stopped rock-
ing; the loose boards did not rattle as the
chair moved on them.

“The teacher said he’d walk all the
way and reason about it if you didn’t want
me to come to him. You don’t want me to
go, but I'll come home often as I can. And
sometime I might bring word.”

“It’s a sign; I believes in signs.”” The
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rocker began to move back and forth, rat-
tling the loose boards in the porch floor.
““Go, child. The Lord has come to you.”

When he returned to the cabin with books
on the shelves and the kind man with the
white hair and the gentle voice, all the boy
carried was his book with one cover miss-
ing—the book that he couldn’t understand.
In the summers he came home to take his
father’s place in the fields, for cabin rent
had to be paid with field work. In the winter
he seldom came because it took ‘‘more’n a
day’s walkin’ and sleepin’ on the ground.”

““Ain’t worth it,”” his mother would
say.

Each year, after he had been gone for
a whole winter and returned, the faithful
Sounder would come hobbling on three
legs far down the road to meet him. The

great dog would wag his tail and whine. He
never barked. The boy sang at his work in
the fields; and his mother rocked in her
chair and sang on the porch of the cabin.
Sometimes when Sounder scratched fleas

under the porch, she would look at the
hunting lantern and the empty possum''
sack hanging against the wall. Six crops of
persimmons'? and wild grapes had ripened.
The possums and raccoons had gathered
them unmolested. The lantern and possum
sack hung untouched. ‘‘No use to nobody
no more,’ the woman said.

The boy read to his brother and sisters
when he had finished his day in the fields.

11. possum: short for opossum, a small furry animal
that lives in trees and is hunted for food.
12. persimmon (psr-sim’an): a kind of sweet fruit.
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He read the story of Joseph over and over
and never wearied of it. ‘In all the books
in the teacher’s cabin, there’s no story as
good as Joseph’s story,” he would say to
them.

The woman, listening and rocking,
would say, ‘‘The Lord has come to you,
child. The Lord has certainly come to
you.”

Late one August afternoon the boy
and his mother sat on the shaded corner of
the porch. The heat and drought of dog
days'® had parched the earth, and the crops
had been laid by. The boy had come home
early because there was nothing to do in
the fields.

“Dog days is a terrible time,” the
woman said. “‘It’s when the heat is so bad
the dogs go mad.” The boy would not tell
her that the teacher had told him that dog
days got their name from the Dog Star'
because it rose and set with the sun during

that period. She had her own feeling for
the earth, he thought, and he would not
confuse it.

It sure is hot,” he said instead.
“Lucky to come from the fields early.” He
watched the heat waves as they made the
earth look like it was moving in little rip-
ples.

Sounder came around the corner of the
cabin from somewhere, hobbled back and
forth as far as the road several times, and
then went to his cool spot under the porch.

13. dog days: the hot, rainless days of August. People
used to think the heat drove dogs mad.

14. Dog Star: the brightest star in the heavens; also
called Sirius.
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“That’s what I say about dog days,” the
woman said. ‘‘Poor creature’s been addled

~with the heat for three days. Can’t find no

place to quiet down. Been down the road
nearly out o’ sight a second time today, and
now he musta come from the fencerows.
Whines all the time. A mad dog is a fearful
sight. Slobberin’ at the mouth and runnin’
every which way ’cause they’re blind.
Have to shoot ’em ’fore they bite some
child. It’s awful hard.”

“Sounder won’t go mad,” the boy
said. ‘‘He’s lookin’ for a cooler spot, I
reckon.”

A lone figure came on the landscape
as a speck and slowly grew into a ripply
form through the heat waves. ‘‘Scorchin’
to be walkin’ and totin’ far today,”” she said
as she pointed to the figure on the road.

A catbird fussed in the wilted lilac at
the corner of the cabin. ‘“Why’s that bird
fussin’ when no cat’s prowlin? Old folks
has a sayin’ that if a catbird fusses bout
nothin’, somethin’ bad is comin’. It’s a bad
sign.”’

““Sounder, 1 reckon,” the boy said.
““He just passed her bush when he came
around the cabin.”

In the tall locust at the edge of the
fence, its top leaves yellowed from lack of
water, a mockingbird mimicked the catbird
with half a dozen notes, decided it was too
hot to sing, and disappeared. The great
coon dog, whose rhythmic panting came
through the porch floor, came from under
the house and began to whine.

As the figure on the road drew near, it
took shape and grew indistinct again in the




y days,”
'l'been addls
“an’t find &
\ n the ro:
e today, ai

fencero

is a fearf
and runni
y’re *blin
y bite som

L” the be
ler spot

e landsca
to a ripp
‘Scorchi

v, she sa
the road.
ilted lilac:

’s that bi

? Old foll
sses “be

1’. It’s a b

e boy sai
en he car

edge of fl
rom lack
1 the catb
d it was i
The gre
nting ca
from unc

rew near.
again in

wnng heat. Sometimes it seemed to be
wson dragging something, for little puffs
s=¢ dust rose in sulfurous’ clouds at
other step. Once or twice they
tot it might be a brown cow or mule,
semg its hooves in the sand and raising
| \wering its weary head.
Sounder panted faster, wagged his tail,
=2. moved from the dooryard to the
.= and back to the dooryard.
The figure came closer. Now it ap-

war=d 1o be a child carrying something on
B Sack and limping. '

~ The children still at the creek?’’ she

P

~ Yes. but it’s about dry.”

Saddenly the voice of the great coon
. broke the sultry!® August deadness.
Zog dashed along the road, leaving

Swee-pointed clouds of red dust to settle

.« 0 earth behind him. The mighty voice
=l out upon the valley, each flutelike

WL =choing from slope to slope.

~ Lord’s mercy! Dog days done made
- mac.” And the rocker was still.
Sounder was a young dog again. His
o= was the same mellow sound that had
Wi=m the November breeze from the low-
 to the hills. The boy and his mother
© at each other. The catbird stopped
 ussing in the wilted lilac bush. On
w¢ =zs. the dog moved with the same
srmme speed that had carried him to the
st of a grounded raccoon.
Sounder’s master had come home.

¢ s (sul'for-9s): here, fiery.

§ smllew: hot, still, and humid.

IDENTIFYING FACTS

1.

What wonderful thing does the boy dis-
cover in the trash?

. What “powerful good friend”’ does the

boy find on his travels? How does the
friend help him?

. What advice finally convinces the boy to
stop his search?

. Describe the father's homecoming. What

wonderful change comes over Sounder?

INTERPRETING MEANINGS

5.

Before he began his long quest, the boy
makes this observation: ““. . . in Bible-
story journeys, ain’t no journey hopeless.
Everybody finds what they suppose to
find."” Although he didn’t find his father,
was the boy’'s quest hopeless? What did
he find instead?

. After he picks the book out of the trash,

the boy reads a passage called Cruelty.
Think about this passage (page 116).
How would these words make the boy
feel about the men who jailed and beat
his father for stealing food to feed his
hungry children? Do you agree with this
analysis of cruelty?

. On page 119 the teacher talks to a small

plant. Which of his words to the little
plant could apply to the boy himself?

APPLYING MEANINGS
8.

Do you agree that no “journey’ is hope-
less—that if you make a great effort to
do something, you will discover some-
thing of value? (Even if it's not what you
set out to find.)
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